Although China\'s central government has committed to better surveillance and public communication of infectious disease outbreaks, the recent jailing of a journalist who reported a dengue fever outbreak and the disappearance of an HIV activist show there is still a very wide gap between official policy and local practice.

Li Changqing, formerly a senior journalist with the *Fuzhou Daily*, was sentenced to 3 years\' imprisonment last January by a district court for providing "alarmist" information to a US-based Chinese language website (Boxun) about a dengue fever outbreak in Fuzhou City. The information was based on official dengue fever surveillance figures but Li\'s crime was not seeking official permission before providing the information to the American website.

According to Reporters Without Borders, 32 journalists and another 50 "internet users" are currently imprisoned in China for various violations of state secrecy and subversion laws. Not all have been incarcerated for reporting on infectious disease outbreaks---most are in for exposing fraud, political corruption, or human rights violations. But what would be considered a standard report of a possible outbreak or new case in other countries will land you in jail in China.

Two journalists from *Nanfang Dushi Bao*, a newspaper in Guangdong, are still in jail for "unauthorised" reporting of a new case of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) after the 2003 SARS outbreak had officially ended.

On February 16, Hu Jia, a Beijing-based HIV activist, disappeared on the way to a meeting of non-governmental organisations. He reappeared on March 31 after being dumped in the Beijing suburbs by a detachment of police who had kept him in detention without charge for 41 days.

Speaking to Radio Free Asia shortly after his release, Hu said he still did not know why he had been detained, only that his treatment and the police administering it were more brutal than usual.

"They were from the Internal State Security Brigade of the Beijing Public Security Bureau. This department is run like a criminal gang. Everything they do goes against human rights, and they know it, and they don\'t care."

And Jiang Yanyong, the senior military surgeon who exposed an official cover-up of the true prevalence of SARS in Beijing in April 2003, an act which led to the sacking of the health minister for incompetence, has been placed under "restrictions", including a ban on speaking to foreign reporters and a ban on travel since being released from house arrest in March 2005.

After the 2003 SARS outbreak, which raged out of control in southern China for 6 months while officially a "non-story" and only came under control when the vice-premier Wu Yi took over and made notification and surveillance official policy, it seemed Chinese health authorities had learned the value of accurate information.

But public use of information is still something that causes great discomfort because it challenges authoritarian control. China\'s latest health minister Gao Qiang made this point when discussing China\'s approach to avian influenza at the Harvard School of Public Health, saying: "we should pay attention and be careful, but we should not panic".
